
O
n Martin Luther King Jr. Day this 
past January, the Rev. Fred Gray, 
an 87-year-old African-American 
lawyer from Montgomery, 
Alabama, stepped onto the stage 
of the Hixson-Lied Auditorium 

on campus. Creighton President the Rev. 
Daniel S. Hendrickson, SJ, met Gray at the 
podium. This was an institutional moment 
of great significance.

Fr. Hendrickson recounted Gray’s pivotal 
decision in 1955 to take the case of Rosa 
Parks, an African-American woman in 
Montgomery, Alabama, who was arrested 
and convicted of disorderly conduct for 
refusing to sit at the back of a city bus in 
the infamous “colored” section designated 
for nonwhites — thereby defying local 
racial segregation laws.

Gray took many landmark civil 
rights cases in the years that followed: 
the Tuskegee syphilis study, racial 
gerrymandering of voting rights, public 
school and university desegregation, the 
Montgomery bus boycott and the march 
from Selma to Montgomery. But it was 
the Parks case that inspired an entire civil 
rights movement against racial injustice. 

In front of more than 500 people in 
the packed auditorium, Fr. Hendrickson 
presented Gray with Creighton’s 
Presidential Citation for a lifetime of work 
in civil rights. Clergy and congregants from 
local churches, faculty and students from 
the University, and citizens of Omaha rose 
to give Gray a standing ovation.

The respect on display in the auditorium 
that night embodied one of Creighton’s 
core values — honoring “the inalienable 
worth of each individual.”

Gray then engaged in a civil rights 
conversation with former federal 
prosecutor Greg Rhodes, JD’81, and 
Black Law Students Association (BLSA) 
Vice President Kai Wahrmann-Harry. As 
moderator Oluseyi Olowolafe, BLSA’s 
president, noted, “Three generations of 
African-American attorneys engaged in a 
retrospective and prospective conversation 
about civil rights is a very special thing.”  

The 2018 Lane Foundation Lecture at 
the Creighton School of Law — at which 
Gray spoke — commemorated the 50th 
anniversary of Dr. King’s assassination. 
Co-sponsored with the Schlegel Center for 
Service and Justice, the Lane Lecture cast 
an intense spotlight on America’s progress 
in civil rights, as well as the daunting 
amount of work that remains to be done. 
Certainly a high point in our law school’s 
history, the event was a culmination of the 
ongoing civil rights conversation that has 
continued for decades at Creighton law.  

In 1977, Dean Rodney Shkolnick 
created the Civil Rights Lecture Series 
with the goal of bringing distinguished 
speakers to the law school to engage 
law students and faculty, the University 
campus and the wider community in a 
national conversation about civil rights 
in America. The lecture series sought to 
take a fair-minded, measured approach 
to controversial issues in civil rights for a 
diverse audience. Selected and organized 
by law students in the Black Law Students 
Association and the Latino Law Students 
Association, the lecturer came to the 
Creighton School of Law for a day, met 
with students, visited classes and delivered 
a public lecture. It was a distinctive civil 

rights lecture series among law schools in 
the country. 

The inaugural Civil Rights Lecture was 
delivered on Oct. 20, 1977, by professor 
Derrick Bell Jr. of the Harvard Law 
School. From 1960-1966, Bell served as 
an attorney for the NAACP Legal Defense 
and Educational Fund, and supervised and 
tried school desegregation cases. Bell joined 
the faculty of the Harvard Law School 
in 1969. He was the author of a classic 
casebook in Race, Racism and American Law 
(Little, Brown 6th ed., 2008). Bell spoke at 
Creighton about W.E.B. Du Bois and the 
lunar-like waxing and waning of public 
school equality for America’s black children. 

Both the creation of this important 
lecture series and the selection of Bell’s 
topic harken back to an earlier time when 
another Creighton law dean was trying 
to inspire the Omaha community to take 
action to fight racial injustice.  

In 1949, Dean James Doyle opened his 
deanship with an address, “Human Rights 
and Catholic Action,” to the Knights of 
Columbus that wrapped human rights 
in faith. As Oliver Pollak, PhD, JD’82, 
notes in his history of the Creighton law 
school, “The southern filibuster in the U.S. 
Senate against President Harry Truman’s 
civil rights legislation prompted Doyle to 
explore civil rights and liberties from the 
perspective of jurisprudence grounded in 
natural law.” 1

Doyle asked his Knights of Columbus 
audience the question, “Do we have any 
responsibility as citizens, as Catholic 
citizens, to see that these rights are 
preserved and secured equally to members 
of all races?” He sought the answer in both 
religious and civic authority, quoting both 
St. Thomas Aquinas and the Declaration of 
Independence.  

Doyle told how Jim Crow laws subjected 
African-Americans to “humiliation and 
oppression.” Lynchings, employment 
discrimination and segregated housing 
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1    Oliver B. Pollak, To Educate and Serve: The Centennial History of Creighton University School of Law, 1904-2004 (2007) at 214.
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made a “sordid story of injustice, unequal 
opportunity, intolerance, prejudice and 
degradation of the dignity of man” that 
“should be shocking to every Catholic 
citizen in America.” 2 Doyle pursued 
this theme throughout his tenure in 
administration, until his retirement 
from the deanship in 1971 — establishing 
a firm foundation for the law school’s 
commitment to civil rights.  

Today, the purpose of the Civil Rights 
Lecture Series continues in the law school’s 
annual named lectures: Lane, TePoel 
and Koley. These lecture series fulfill 
the mission of Creighton University as 
“committed to excellence” and “dedicated 
to the pursuit of truth in all its forms” and 
“the inalienable worth of each individual.” 
The lectures are often dedicated to civil 
rights. Professor Charles Ogletree of the 

Harvard Law School delivered the 2006 
Lane Lecture on race and the death penalty, 
and Theodore Shaw, the fifth president of 
the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational 
Fund, spoke about civil rights and 
education as the 2007 Lane lecturer.

Interim Dean Michael Kelly’s 
commitment to civil rights with the 
2018 Lane Lecture follows in the faithful 
tradition of deans Doyle and Shkolnick. 
The hard work done by subsequent deans 
Patrick Borchers and Marianne Culhane 
to diversify the student body through the 
Professor Frances M. Ryan Scholarship 
Program, and Kelly’s renewed support of 
BLSA and the Frederick Douglas Moot 
Court Competition team, signal even 
greater efforts.

As a faculty, we are proud of the School 
of Law’s historical role in the national 
commitment to civil rights, and we promise 
to carry our mission into the future.
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The Rev. Fred Gray, center, 
visited Creighton last January 
and received the Presidential 
Citation for a lifetime of work 
in civil rights. Gray participated 
in a conversation about civil 
rights with former federal 
prosecutor Greg Rhodes, JD’81, 
and Creighton law student  
Kai Wahrmann-Harry.

Hon. A. Leon Higginbotham Jr.
> United States Court of Appeals  

 for the Third Circuit

> Author of In the Matter of Color:  

 Race and the American Legal  

 Process: The Colonial Period 

> Awarded the Presidential Medal  

 of Freedom in 1995

Hon. Harry Edwards
> Professor, University of Michigan  

 Law School

> United States Court of Appeals for  

 the District of Columbia Circuit  

 (served as chief judge from 1994 to  

 2001; currently serves as a senior  

 circuit court judge)

J. Clay Smith Jr., BA’64
> Interim Chair, United States  

 Equal Employment Opportunity  

 Commission, 1981-1982

> Professor and former dean,  

 Howard University School of Law

> Helped establish the Judge  

 Elizabeth D. Pittman Award at  

 the Creighton law school to  

 honor African-American alumni  

 in the legal profession

Hon. Wade McCree Jr. 
> Professor, University of Michigan   

 Law School

> United States Court of Appeals for  

 the Sixth Circuit 

> 36th Solicitor General of the U.S.

Hon. Damon Keith
> United States Court of Appeals  

 for the Sixth Circuit

Robert Spire
> Attorney General, state of  

 Nebraska, 1982-1994 

> Received three awards in the early  

 1980s for establishing private bar pro  

 bono legal services for the poor

Justice Cruz Reynoso
> Associate Justice, Supreme Court  

 of California

> Professor, University of California  

 at Los Angeles and at Davis law  

 schools 

> Vice Chair, U.S. Commission on  

 Civil Rights, 1993-2004

> Awarded the Presidential Medal  

 of Freedom in 2000

Charles Wilkinson 
> University of Colorado Law School 

> Author of American Indians, Time,  

 and the Law: Native Societies in a  

 Modern Constitutional Democracy,  

 and co-author of the leading  

 law school casebook on Native  

 American law, Federal Indian Law

Lynn Hecht Schafran
> Director of the National Judicial  

 Education Program to Promote  

 Equality for Women and Men in  

 the Courts

Rachel Moran 
> University of California at Berkeley  

 School of Law 

> Served as president of the   

 Association of American Law  

 Schools (AALS)

> Selected by the American Bar  

 Foundation (2014) as the  

 inaugural Research Chair in  

 Diversity and the Law to direct an  

 initiative on the future of Latinos  

 in the U.S.

Civil rights pioneers and legal experts have spoken at Creighton School of Law throughout the years as part of the Civil Rights 

Lecture Series, which continues today in the form of the Lane, TePoel and Koley lectures. A sampling of speakers includes:
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